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Introduction
1 For several years, the notion of “vulnerability” has been used extensively in the field of
social sciences, while the recurrence of natural disasters, in a context of global change, or
the memory of the food crisis of 2008, compel societies to organize against all types of
hazards that would affect them and their territories. While “vulnerability” can be defined
as the degree of sensitivity of a group of individuals to a naturally occurring event or
political change, it should not be understood as a synonym for “poverty” (Becerra, 2012).
Indeed,  the  vulnerability  of  a  population  corresponds  to  its  inability  to  anticipate  a
hazard of any kind. Therefore, recent literature has emphasized the methodological need
to consider, on the one hand, the perceptions that members of a group have of their
environment  and,  on  the  other  hand,  the  social  and  cultural  characteristics  of
populations, to better understand, precisely, the origins of their vulnerability (Décamps,
2007; Hewitt and Mehta, 2012). Furthermore, for other authors, this holistic approach is
also fundamental and must go hand in hand with a dynamic reading of the vulnerability
of the territories because it “results from an evolution, both of society and of the natural
context1” (Magnan et al., 2012: 83). Hence, it is relevant to use the concept of “trajectory
of vulnerability2” (ibid.), defined in this article as the sequence over time of factors of
alteration of the organization of societies and their relations with the environment. Here,
we want to use it in the context of the Ecuadorian Andes and thus give a follow-up to the
reflections that we have been developing for several years on this region by focusing on
the geohistory of its rural territories (Rebaï,  2009 and 2012) to better understand the
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origin of the current strategies of family farmers and, subsequently, to be able to assess
their interests and limitations.
 
Vulnerability of the rural territories of the Ecuadorian
Andes: a geohistorical vision
2 Like  other  mountain  societies,  the  Andean  peasantries  have  been  subjected  in  their
history  to  numerous  environmental  constraints  (frost,  soil  erosion,  water  stress)  to
which, however, they have adapted by specific landscaping (Morlon, 1992; Valdéz, 2006).
Moreover, a large mobility of individuals allowed them to take advantage of the potential
of several ecological levels and thus to achieve their subsistence (Murra, 1975, Oberem,
1981). Their social organization, built on mutual aid (Mayer, 2002; Ferraro, 2004; Lyle
2017), was also decisive for going beyond the constraints of the mountain environment by
promoting reciprocal exchanges of work or the cultivation of collective spaces that had
positive effects on agricultural production (Alberti and Mayer ,1974; Lyle and Smith 2014;
Walsh-Dilley,  2017).  However,  from the sixteenth century onward,  the control  of  the
indigenous populations by the colonial authority led to the displacement of rural labor
for  work in  mines  and haciendas.  This  model  of  socio-spatial  domination caused the
impoverishment of the environment (Chonchol, 1995) and forced the indigenous peasants
to survive on the most ungrateful lands of the cordillera until agrarian reforms were
carried out in the second half of the 20th century, although with limited effects. So, if the
rural Andean areas are still characterized by high levels of land inequality (Bretón, 2006)
and the food insecurity of the rural population remains high (Scurrah et al., 2012; Oviedo
Treiber,  2014;  Rebaï,  2015;  Gross et  al.,  2016),  it  is  therefore fair to consider that the
colonial  system  has  partly  conditioned  the  current  vulnerability  of  Andean  family
farming.
3 However, it should not be forgotten that more recent structural changes have also upset
the dynamics of rural Andean territories, particularly in Ecuador. After the “oil euphoria3
”  of  the  1970s  (Acosta,  2001:  137),  which  allowed  the  improvement  of  national
infrastructures (Deler, 1991), the high debt of the Ecuadorian state imposed economic
austerity  during  the  1980s  and  1990s  (Gastambide,  2010).  Consequently,  under  the
influence of international financial institutions, Ecuador liberalized its economy, which
led to the reduction of public agricultural services (Lefeber, 2008) and the arrival on the
national market of cereal production subsidized from Northern countries (Peltre-Wurtz,
1988 and 2004).  The Mining Law of 1991 and the Agrarian Development Law of 1994,
designed to attract foreign capital to “modernize” the primary sector of the national
economy, allowed private investors to acquire important land and water resources to
exploit  the  subsoil  and  develop  crops  for  export.  Thus,  mining  projects  multiplied
(Latorre et al., 2015) while flower and broccoli productions developed (Martinez, 2015).
Moreover,  to  accelerate  the  “modernization”  of  the  national  primary  sector,  the
government promoted productive systems geared towards the specialization of peasant
farms and the massive use of chemical pesticides (Sherwood and Paredes, 2014). In recent
years, these “modernizing” orientations have continued while the “Citizen Revolution”
led by President Rafael Correa (2007-2017) had given rise in Ecuador to the hope of a new
model of society around the concept of “Buen Vivir4”. This is how the former leader of the
Alianza País movement, who had benefited from the support of indigenous groups and
peasants to take power (Giunta, 2014), encouraged, after several years at the helm of the
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country, the development of mining projects to finance his social policies, by formally
declaring  that  Ecuador  will  get  out  of  its  dependence  on  extractivism  by  profiting,
precisely, from the financial resources of extractivism.
4 In this context, what were the trajectories of vulnerability of the rural territories of the
Ecuadorian Andes? How have farming systems and land use evolved in recent decades?
Finally, what is the current economic and food situation of the peasant populations?
 
Methodology: interviews and surveys of various actors
to reconstruct the trajectories of vulnerability of
several rural territories of the Ecuadorian Andes
5 To answer these questions, our text draws on the results of research conducted in three
areas of the Ecuadorian Sierra. Thus, we focus on the parish (village) Victoria del Portete
(2700-3600 m.a.s.l.), located 24 kilometers south of Cuenca (400 000 inhabitants) in the
province of Azuay. In addition, we also focus on the eastern part of the canton of Salcedo
(3500  m.a.s.l.),  located 15  kilometers  south of  Latacunga (70  000  inhabitants),  in  the
province of Cotopaxi and, finally, on San Luis parish (2500-3000 m.a.s.l.), located in the
province of Chimborazo, 7 kilometers south of the city of Riobamba (150 000 inhabitants)
(Fig. 1).
 
Figure 1. Location map of study areas
Source: Instituto Geográﬁco Militar (Ecuador). Elaborated by: N. Rebaï.
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Explanation on the choice of study areas and the approach used
during the fieldwork
6 In the Victoria del Portete parish,  several elements caught our attention. For several
years, the locality has experienced a significant emigration of its peasant population, a
clear sign of the economic precariousness of family farms common to many regions of the
Andes (Cortes 2000, Guilbert 2005, Rebaï 2012). Therefore, it was important to evaluate
the extent to which this emigration implied a new form of vulnerability of production
units by depriving them of part of their labor force. Furthermore, this parish caught our
attention because the Loma Larga mining project, a symbol of the extractivist thrust of
recent years in Ecuador, was in process of being started (Fig. 2), even if the extraction
activity had not begin yet when we conducted our fieldwork in 2016. Thus, it seemed
necessary to evaluate to what extent this project could also be a factor of vulnerability for
the local population.
7 To  accomplish  this,  we  conducted  12  interviews  with  farmer’s  leaders,  political
representatives and local elders to find out how agriculture in Victoria del Portete had
evolved in recent decades and how they envisioned, in the medium term, the effects of
the Loma Larga project. Then, to integrate in our analysis the institutional vision of rural
development in the Azuay province, we conducted 4 interviews with technicians from the
Ministry of Agriculture and the Environmental Protection Office of Cuenca’s Municipal
Public  Enterprise  (ETAPA)  and  one  of  the  representatives  from  the  Department  of
Environmental Quality of the Azuay prefecture. Then, we conducted 12 surveys with local
farmers, to discuss the characteristics of their farms (area, number of plots, crop choices,
available labor,  etc.),  wich one of  them was a well-known local  leader in the Cuenca
region  because  of  his  opposition  to  mining  development  and  owned  a  farm  of  100
hectares.  We discussed the characteristics of their farms (area, number of plots,  crop
choices, available labor, etc.).  Finally, we conducted a complementary semi-structured
interview focused on their vision of the mining project and the future of local agriculture,
which allowed us to better understand the social situation in Victoria del Portete.
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Figure 2. “Bienvenidos al proyecto minero Loma Larga5”: entrance sign to the future mining site in
Victoria del Portete
Source: N. Rebaï
8 We also looked at the vulnerability of family farmers to crop pests. While FAO frequently
recalls that pest control is a priority to reduce food insecurity for rural people in the
Southern countries, recent studies conducted in several parts of the Andes, such as Peru
and  Ecuador,  have  also  indicated  that  chemical  pesticides  had  limited  effectiveness
(Kroschel et al.,  2012; Sherwood et al.,  2015). In addition, a research in the Ecuadorian
Sierra  has  shown  that  pest  control  was  linked  to  the  social  dynamics  of  peasant
communities and that Integrated Pest Management (IPM) strategies – understood as “the
coordinated integration of multiple complementary methods to suppress pests in a safe,
cost-effective,  and environmentally friendly manner” (Parsa et  al.  2014:  3889) – could
achieve levels of agricultural production to partially meet the food needs of populations
while reducing the use of chemical inputs (Rebaudo et Dangles, 2011 et 2015). Thus, as
part of the MAN-PEST project6,  we sought to find out why farmers in the Ecuadorian
Andes remained vulnerable to pests by maintaining the use of chemical pesticides instead
of implementing coordinated and less polluting actions.
9 In 2015 we conducted a first research in the eastern part of the canton of Salcedo, which
is one of the most important potato production areas in the Ecuadorian Sierra (Fig. 3) and
where, for several decades, the use of chemical pesticides has become widespread. Then,
in 2016, we focused on the rural periphery of the city of Riobamba, which in the last
thirty  years  has  been  more  obviously  undergoing  the  “modernizing”  process  of  the
primary sector in the Ecuadorian Andes. While until the 1970s the countryside around
Riobamba formed one of the main granaries of the Ecuadorian Sierra (Gondard, 1976),
since the end of the 1980s, the renovation by the authorities of the irrigation system
Chambo-Guano  with  the  support  of  FAO  and  the  European  Union,  favored  the
development  of  vegetable  crops  for  the  national  urban  market7.  Thus,  Riobamba’s
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countryside was transformed into a horticultural basin of nearly 6,000 hectares where,
nowadays, thousands of tomato greenhouses and vegetable plots structure the agrarian
landscape. One of those areas is San Luis (Fig. 4), the locality where we conducted our
fieldwork.
 
Figure 3. Vision of the agrarian landscape in the eastern part of the canton of Salcedo in 2015
Source: N. Rebaï
 
Figure 4. Vision of the agrarian landscape in San Luis in 2016
Source: N. Rebaï
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10 Between  the  eastern  part  of  the  canton  of  Salcedo  and  San  Luis,  we  conducted  13
interviews with farmers’ leaders, political representatives, as well as officials of the
Ministry of Agriculture, to discuss the practices and pest management strategies in these
two areas. Then, with the support of the local authorities, we conducted surveys of 12
farmers – 6 in the eastern part of the canton of Salcedo and 6 in San Luis – with whom we
discussed the characteristics of their farms and their strategies for controlling crop pests.
Finally, we also used open questions focused on the relations of farmers in Salcedo and
San Luis with other actors (their neighbors, public institutions, the sellers of inputs). 
 
Two levels of analysis to better understand the vulnerability of the
studied territories
11 Thus, the interviews and the surveys we conducted with the different actors enabled us to
capture  their  different  perceptions  of  the  recent  changes  in  their  territories  to
reconstruct their vulnerability trajectories. Obviously, because of the small size of the
farm samples on which our study is based, the data presented in this article cannot claim
to be used to build a general database of our three study areas. However, it is important
to emphasize that the results of the fieldworks in Victoria del Portete, Salcedo and San
Luis  complement  an  already  large  amount  of  data  produced  in  recent  years  on  the
characteristics of peasant farms in the Ecuadorian Sierra (Rebaï 2012 and 2015), and as a
result, they contribute to provide a better knowledge on the current situation of the rural
territories of this region.
 
Between rural emigration and mining development:
vulnerability factors in the Azuay province
12 Until recently, most peasant families in Azuay were dedicated to maize production, the
basis of their diet (Huttel et al.,  1999; Rebaï,  2012).  The last National Agrarian Census
(INEC, 2002) states that at the provincial level 71% of the farms cultivated this cereal at
the beginning of the century, generally in association with beans, out of a total of nearly
40  thousand  hectares  which  represented  75.5%  of  the  surfaces  dedicated  to  non-
permanent crops. However, as we found in Victoria del Portete, maize cultivation appears
to be less important. Different factors can explain it.
 
Peasant emigration, a symbol and an aggravating factor of peasant
vulnerability
13 If, fifty years ago, several haciendas structured the agrarian space in Victoria del Portete,
after the agrarian reform of 1964, the peasants of the locality began to migrate regularly.
Indeed, they started to go to the coastal region where export agriculture was continually
developing since the 19th century, (Deler, 1981), to work as day laborers in large capitalist
banana or cocoa plantations. If the small size of their farms and the fact that they were
kept at the margins of national economic circuits (North, 1985) could not allow them to
survive with their families, their mobility to the most dynamic economic zones of the
country became their main means of survival as for many other peasants in the Andean
provinces at that time (Chiriboga 1984; Martinez 1985; Rebai 2009 and 2016). Then, from
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the  1980s  and  1990s,  in  the  context  of  the  liberalization  of  the  national  economy,
international  emigration  of  Victoria  del  Portete  peasants  began.  While  international
emigration of the Azuayan peasants had gradually been structured since the 1950s and
the crisis of the Panama hat (Rebaï, 2012)8, the peasants in Victoria del Portete widened
the spatial framework of their mobility and started to exile themselves to the United
States. At the same time, local pluriactivity continued to grow. Thus, at the level of our
analysis sample which,  in 2016,  consisted of 68 individuals,  34% of them were in the
United States or permanently settled in another Ecuadorian region, sometimes for more
than twenty years, while 9% of the people had a permanent job in the Cuenca region
which prevented them from participating on the farm exploitation activities. In addition,
26% of our analysis sample was made up of school children, elderly or disabled people
who were weakly involved in agricultural tasks. Thus, only 31% of the study population,
mainly women, devoted themselves to the various tasks of farming on a full-time basis
(Fig. 5).
 
Figure 5. Distribution of the members of the 12 families studied in Victoria del Portete according to
their occupation and their location in 2016
Source: ﬁeldwork surveys.
14 Logically, this demographic situation has had consequences for local farming practices.
Farm families in Victoria del Portete have gradually reduced the areas of long-cycle crops
such as maize, but also tubers, which are labor-intensive, characterized by low yields and
subject to significant losses in bad weather conditions. In addition, due to lack of labor,
these same families have gradually abandoned self-help systems such as cambio mano9 to
pay for their participation in agricultural tasks outside their farms.  According to the
interviewees, the wages of a laborer reached USD 12 in 2016 while it was only USD 5 o 6 in
the early 2000s. In these conditions, the increase in production costs has also contributed
to the recent decrease of the cultivated areas in the locality.
15 On the other hand, the peasant families of Victoria del Portete, like those of neighboring
parishes  also  marked  by  a  strong  emigration  (Rebaï,  2015),  developed  an  important
activity of dairy farming in a national context favorable to the commercial integration of
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the small breeders since the beginning of the 2000s (Barragán Ochoa, 2017). Thus, most of
them have extended the grazed surfaces within their exploitations for several years, by
proceeding cut trees in their farms, up to the páramos10. As a result, vegetation cover in
the area has also decreased in recent years. At the level of the 12 farms in our analysis
sample, which accounted for 138,5 hectares in 2016, 49,8% of the total area was occupied
by pasture and some alfalfa, compared with 46,3% for wooded areas and only 3,9% for
crops (Fig. 6).
 
Figure 6. Characteristics of land use at the 12 farms studied in Victoria del Portete in 2016
Source: ﬁeldwork surveys.
16 Regarding the 11 small farms in our panel, totaling 38,5 hectares, the differences in land
use patterns were even more pronounced. Thus, 88,3% of their total area was devoted to
pasture and alfalfa while 11,7% of their total area was still under cultivation. Wooded
areas were almost non-existent (Fig. 7).
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Figure 7. Characteristics of land use at the 11 smallest farms surveyed in Victoria del Portete in
2016
Source: ﬁeldwork surveys.
17 At the time of our fieldwork, the agricultural landscape of the Victoria del Portete Parish
was dominated by the green of the pastures and punctuated, here and there, with golden
or brown spots of small patches of maize and tubers that remained next to the peasant
houses (Fig. 8). In the end, it indicated that a loss of agrobiodiversity had occurred in
recent years due to a migratory dynamic that upset local farming practices.
 
Figure 8. Vision of the agrarian landscape in Victoria del Portete in 2016
Source: N. Rebaï.
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Loma Larga: a mining project that continues the trajectory of
vulnerability by causing the division of the peasant population
18 However, beyond the recent agrarian changes that characterize Victoria del Portete, in
recent years, the locality has been experiencing another disruption associated with the
Loma Larga mining project. Indeed, several of the leaders and peasants interviewed told
us that they would not stop opposing its implementation to safeguard agriculture and
livestock,  thus  continuing  the  resistance  begun  several  years  ago  (Alvarado,  2016).
Conversely, various interviewees told us that since agriculture did not allow them to live
with dignity, they hoped that the Loma Larga project would provide them with stable
incomes and that this would “prevent young people from emigrating”. Thus, even if they
insisted that  they were  not  in  favor  of  extractivism because  it  is  “not  good for  the
environment”, they told us that, as a necessity, they would not hesitate to take advantage
of the mine. That is why the candidate of the Alianza País party won a short head in the
2014  parish  elections.  It  is  apparent  that  this  vote  indicated  that  most  of  the  local
population was not completely opposed to the action of the government and the Loma
Larga project, while in the rest of the country the indigenous and peasant movements
had for some time been expressing their opposition to the policy of Rafael Correa (Ospina
and Lalander, 2012).
19 In this context, strong tensions have emerged between the inhabitants of Victoria del
Portete. In fact, some of them told us that they had suffered physical and verbal abuse for
expressing a less firm position than others against the mining project. A peasant woman
explained to us that she was regularly insulted when she went to the center of the town
to sell some products from her farm. In the same way, a young farmer told us that to have
been employed in the prospecting work carried out by INV Metals in the early 2010s, he
and  others  had  seen  their  families  deprived  of  access  to  water  by  the  assembly  of
irrigators  from Victoria  del  Portete  whose  leaders  were  opposed  to  the  Loma Larga
project. Finally, it was interesting to note that the main opponents of the project were
large farmers, like the one included in our analysis sample, for whom the only alternative
to extractivism was increase in dairy farming.  On the other  hand,  for  many women
farmers who, in recent years, had also taken part in the local mine resistance movement,
agriculture and the development of handicrafts had to prevail. However, many of them
told us that their demands were not relayed by local men leaders who were constantly
defending their  personal  interests  with public  authorities  and NGOs when they were
proposing alternatives to mining development.  Thus, it  was interesting to observe in
Victoria  del  Portete  that  the  trajectory  of  vulnerability  of  peasant  women  could  be
prolonged further due to an obvious masculine domination and an invisibilisation of their
claims despite the fact that, for thirty years, these same women have contributed greatly
to the maintenance of agricultural activities at the local level.
20 Thus, our research in Victoria del Portete shows how the political orientations of the last
decades have conditioned the trajectory of  vulnerability of  this  territory.  The liberal
opening  of  the  late  1980s  weakened family  farmers  who,  to  survive,  were  forced  to
emigrate. Then, the economic vulnerability of the peasant population acted as a factor
limiting mobilization against the Loma Larga mining project.  Henceforth,  beyond the
harmful  consequences  it  should  have  on  the  environment  and  agriculture  and  even
before its starts, the Loma Larga project causes the division of the peasant population in
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Victoria del Portete, in line with many other in the Ecuadorian Andes (Kuecker 2007, Avci
and Fernández-Salvador 2016, Sánchez-Vásquez et al., 2016). So, it already constitutes a
factor of extension of the vulnerability of this locality where the peasants' organizational
capacity  against  new threats  that  could  affect  their  resources  and way of  life  could
become even more limited than it has been in recent years.
 
A change in the production system at the origin of the
prolongation of the trajectory of vulnerability of rural
territories in Chimborazo and Cotopaxi
21 In the eastern part of the canton of Salcedo and San Luis, the leaders we met told us that
some 30 years ago, farmers in these two areas were doing crop rotations and putting
fallow of their plots to limit the growth and spread of pests, like of the rest of the Andean
peasantries (Morlon 1992; Hervé and Rivière 1999; Poinsot 1999). They also informed us
that, in recent decades, the use of chemical pesticides had taken place on farms and that
it had become the norm to fight against pests11. Therefore, we sought to understand the
factors that favored this systematic use of industrial inputs within production units and
which effectively hindered collaboration between farmers and the application of more
environmentally friendly pest management techniques.
 
State withdrawal forces family farmers to purchase chemicals
22 In  Salcedo,  as  in  San  Luis,  the  leaders  we  met  explained  that  even  though farmers
sometimes discussed crop pests, they did not collaborate to fight against them. In the last
decades, in the context of the liberalization of the national economy, the withdrawal of
agricultural technicians from the Ministry of Agriculture and the arrival of small shops of
chemical inputs have led to a profound change in agricultural practices in our two study
areas. In fact, for the last thirty years, the sellers of chemicals have become the most
regular interlocutors of family farmers at the local level, which is why the small farmers
of the eastern part of the canton of Salcedo and San Luis have increasingly resorted to
buying chemicals to fight pests and maintain their production. In Salcedo, for example,
farmers spent an average of USD 470,5 in chemicals pesticides per hectare of potatoes. In
Sans Luis, the expenditures were even higher: although the farms studied had an average
area  of  only  1,1  hectares,  they  nonetheless  spent  USD  184  per  month  on  chemical
pesticides.
23 In  addition,  our  fieldwork  enabled  us  to  observe  that,  due  to  the  absence  of  public
services, the family farmers of Salcedo and San Luis had never received the necessary
technical support to know how to identify the characteristics of the pests affecting their
fields12,  to  learn  how to  coordinate  in  a  common fight  against  these  same pests,  to
develop strategies for the agroecological control of pests, or simply to use in a reasonable
way the chemical pesticides they acquired. That is why the farmers we met did not try to
cooperate to develop IPM strategies. From their point of view, it seemed “easier” to buy a
chemical pesticide, thanks to their agricultural and sometimes non-agricultural incomes
(Rebaï  et  al.,  2016),  even  though  input  sellers  often  referred  them  to  inappropriate
products due to a common lack of knowledge of pests. Thus, we could note the danger
posed by chemical input sellers,  which,  with the sole purpose of making money,  can
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encourage  the  dissemination  of  unsuitable  practices  on  farms,  for  example  by
encouraging  farmers  to  apply  more  than  just  products  that  are  harmful  to  the
environment.
 
An increasingly flawed public action that reinforces the
subordination of family farmers to sellers of chemical inputs and
intermediaries 
24 Paradoxically, the farmers of Salcedo and San Luis have repeatedly told us that reducing
the use of pesticides was “irrelevant” because at the Salcedo fair or on the market in
Riobamba,  the  intermediaries  did  not  favor  agro-ecological  production  and  instead
wanted “well-calibrated and flawless” products that had received phytosanitary treatments.
In other words, even if the farmers admitted that, in many cases, the use of pesticides on
their plots was disproportionate, and therefore expensive and bad for the environment,
for their health and that of the consumers, they were not ready to take the risk of not
applying chemicals in their fields for fear of not being able to sell their products. Later, in
both  Salcedo  and  Riobamba,  the  government  officials  we  interviewed  ignored  the
question  of  the  detrimental  influence  of  the  intermediaries,  stating  that  what  was
important for the peasants was to gain access to the market and “get income quickly”. For
them, the reduction of the use of toxic products or the valorization of agro-ecological
productions was therefore not a priority since the free access of family farmers to the
Salcedo fair and the Riobamba market was already a form of support for peasant farms. 
25 In recent years,  the lack of  public  action has therefore forced the family farmers of
Salcedo and San Luis to depend daily on chemical sellers to fight crop pests. At the same
time, it has contributed to strengthening the power of city intermediaries who impose on
farmers the use of phytosanitary products and low prices. In this context, even if the
family farmers we met were satisfied with being able to sell their products without much
difficulty, they considered to be in a situation of economic vulnerability because they
were subordinated to the power of the intermediaries.  However,  the vast majority of
them did not seem ready to engage in a collective dynamic to try to change this situation,
for  fear  of  wasting  time or  because they  did  not  know how to  do  it.  Thus,  besides
promoting the spread of expensive and polluting agricultural practices in Salcedo and
San Luis, the lack of public action has also prevented the family farmers from benefiting
from  interventions  that  would  have  given  them  the  opportunity  to  strengthen  its
organizational and collective action capabilities, in particular to emancipate themselves
from the influence of actors keeping them in a precarious economic situation.
 
Conclusion
26 While the rural  territories of  the Ecuadorian Andes have historically been subject  to
multiple constraints, the comparative analysis produced in this text has shown that, in
recent decades, the “modernizing” project of the primary sector in Ecuador has been the
determining factor in extending their trajectory of vulnerability. In Victoria del Portete,
this led to an exodus of peasants, which led to a logical decrease in the available labor
within the production units. As a result, the area under cultivation has only decreased
while dairy farming has increased significantly. In Salcedo and San Luis, family farmers
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have been able to develop and maintain cash crops by being forced, however, to resort to
massive and expensive purchases of chemical inputs.
27 In this context, the pesant families of our three study areas are caught in a “vicious circle
of vulnerability” (Becerra, 2014: 4), at first, economically and nutritionally. In Victoria del
Portete, farms that once produced maize and tubers that, for the most part, provided
their livelihoods,  now depend on often irregular income (Rebaï,  2013 and 2015) from
migration to cover their food needs. In Salcedo and San Luis, farmers are also forced to
stock up on the market to feed themselves but with the risk of having few economic
resources because of the sometimes-limited profits they can derive from their fruit sales,
vegetables or tubers. In addition, the current practices of the Azuay, Chimborazo and
Cotopaxi peasants reinforced their environmental vulnerability. In Victoria del Portete,
soils  and  water  resources  are  becoming  more  and  more  affected,  like  in  several
neighboring localities also marked by a strong growth of dairy farming in recent years
(Rebaï 2012 et 2015),, while in Salcedo and San Luis the health of the population and the
quality of products is endangered using chemical pesticides on farms (Yanggen et al.,
2003; Cole et al., 2007).
28 Beyond these already alarming findings, our study has shown that the “modernizing”
project of the primary sector in Ecuador has helped to disrupt or even divide the peasant
population in the Andean regions. In both Salcedo and San Luis, the withdrawal of public
agricultural management services has forced family farmers to rely on input businesses
for technical advice that is often inappropriate for their needs. Logically, this context has
favored the generalization of individual practices, costly and polluting, and limited the
establishment of strategies of cooperation between farmers for the resolution of common
problems,  such as that of  crop pests.  In Victoria del  Portete,  in a context where the
vulnerability of local agriculture has led for several decades to a high emigration, some of
the inhabitants, who recognized that extractivism could have adverse consequences on
the environment, are in favor of the development of the Loma Larga mining project since,
according to them, it would be a source of employment and income. As a result, there has
been considerable tension among the peasant population, which, more than ever, seems
divided  and  unable  to  mobilize  despite  the  recent  interventions  of  certain  public
institutions that have sought to reinvest this locality by carrying out different types of
projects. Thus, ETAPA technicians who, in recent years, have reached various localities to
integrate family farmers into environmental protection projects (Rebaï,  2018),  told us
that  they have great  difficulty in mobilizing Victoria del  Portete’s  population due to
ongoing  conflicts  among  peasants.  In  the  same way,  the  officials  of  the  Ministry  of
Agriculture told us that they had not yet succeeded in creating an association of small
producers in the parish whereas there are currently about forty in the region of Cuenca.
This  situation is  all  the more singular  because during the last  twenty years  peasant
collectives have played a key role in the agricultural supply of the city of Cuenca (Rebaï,
2014). The example of the Victoria del Portete parish is also interesting because it reveals
that despite a renewal of the political discourse in Ecuador, the project led by Rafael
Correa has reproduced for the national primary sector an economic pattern comparable
to that of the last decades (Acosta and Cajas Guijarro, 2016; Villalba-Eguiluz and Etxano,
2017).  In the end,  the direction taken by the former Ecuadorian president helped to
prolong the trajectory of vulnerability of the Andean family farmers, since beyond the
province of Azuay alone, multiple mining projects affected the farming communities of
the Ecuadorian Sierra (Latorre, 2015), and few major steps have been taken to change an
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agricultural  model  that  values   intensive  crops,  especially  those  for  export  (Martinez
Godoy, 2015 and 2016; Clark, 2017; Martínez, 2017).
29 Finally, our research in the provinces of Azuay, Cotopaxi and Chimborazo, indicate that
for  several  decades,  the  prolongation  of  the  trajectory  of  vulnerability  of  the  rural
territories of the Ecuadorian Andes results from political orientations that force family
farmers to make inconsistent choices, both economically and environmentally. In this
context,  the  priority  is  therefore  to  rethink the  contours  of  public  action and rural
development strategies  in the Ecuadorian mountain range with a  view to recovering
higher levels of agrobiodiversity, to meet the population’s dietary needs, limit pressures
on water resources and soils at altitude and, finally, mitigate the spread of crop pests by
forming plant barriers (Fonte et al., 2012; Oyarzun et al., 2013). Therefore, there would
undoubtedly be a major interest in promoting the reconstruction of solidarity relations
between farmers as they have existed in the past, allowing Andean peasant societies to
face the many constraints related to their environment. Thus, the emergence of
government-supported peasant collectives would make it possible to improve the quality
of the market integration of family farmers. It would also contribute to the adoption of
innovative  practices  to  improve  production  systems  and  the  protection  of  the
environment and, finally, to facilitate the participation of individuals in decision-making
concerning  their  territories  (Raimbert  and  Rebaï,  2017).  In  sum,  strengthening  the
organizational capacity of peasants in the Ecuadorian Andes could facilitate the resilience
of rural areas to cope with global change, but before that, a break with the “modernizing”
logic of public policies is clearly necessary. 
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NOTES
1. “[…] résulte d’une évolution, tant de la société que du contexte naturel.”
2. “[…] trajectoire de vulnérabilité.”
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3. “Euforia petrolera”
4. Or “Sumak Kawsay” in kichwa. This concept, rooted in the Andean worldview, was the main
pillar of the “Citizen Revolution” led by Rafael Correa during his presidential term. “Buen Vivir”
has been used in official discourse as an important rhetorical element to express a desire to give
greater importance to the social and environmental well-being of populations.
5. “Welcome to the Loma Larga mining project”.
6. Funded by the French National Agency for the Research (ANR): http://www.equateur.ird.fr/
activites/projets-de-recherche/agriculture/anr-man-pest-insectes-ravageurs-et-securite-
alimentaire
7. The Chambo-Guano system was one of the major projects carried by the National Chamber of
Irrigation (Caja Nacional de Riego) to contribute, as early as the 1950s, to the development of
agricultural areas of the country. It was not until the 1980s, as we specify in the text, that this
project  took  on  a  large  scale  and  contributed  to  the  rapid  change  of  rural  space  around
Riobamba.
8. Since the mid-19th century, Panama hat making represented one of the main regular incomes
for thousands of peasant households in Azuay. In the mid-1950s, when exports of this artisanal
production fell, Azuay peasants began to emigrate to the United States (Rebaï, 2012). Thus, it is
important to underline that the crisis in the Panama hat sector is to be considered as an essential
element of the trajectory of vulnerability of the Azuay peasants in the 20th century.
9. Spanish term that refers to the reciprocal work exchanges between parents or members of the
same peasant community.
10. The páramos are an ecosystem of the northern Andes (Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela), which
is found above 3200 m.a.s.l. and whose vegetation is composed of shrubs and grasses.
11. In  the  eastern  part  of  Salcedo,  the  potato  moth  complex,  formed  by  Tecia  solanivora, 
Phthorimaea  operculella,  and  Symmetrischema  tangolias ( Lepidoptera:  Gelechiidae),  and  the  weevil
Premnotrypes vorax (Coleoptera: Curculionidae), are the main insect pests present in the tuber fields.
In San Luis, the main pests are Plutella xylostella (butterfly) and Brevicoryne brassicae (aphid), which
particularly  target  cabbage,  broccoli  and cauliflower  crops,  while  Phyllophaga  sp (beetle)  and
Tetranychus urticae (spider) mainly affect the strawberry plots.
12. In this regard, a recent study of small  lupine producers in the Cotopaxi and Chimborazo
provinces showed that farmers had little knowledge of pests affecting their fields and that this
was the first factor limiting effective control of pests harmful (Mina et al., 2017).
ABSTRACTS
While  the  peasant  populations  of  the  Ecuadorian  Sierra  have  been  marked  by  multiple
constraints  in  their  history,  for  thirty  years,  the  liberal  policies  that  aimed  at  the
“modernization” of the primary sector of the economy in Ecuador have led to profound changes
in  the  Andean  regions.  From  fieldwork  conducted  in  the  provinces  of  Azuay,  Cotopaxi  and
Chimborazo, during which interviews with institutional actors and surveys within family farms
were carried out, it was highlighted that the disappearance of public agricultural services, the
promotion of chemical pesticides and the development of mining have favored the disunity of
the peasant groups. In addition, we observed that in recent years, family farmers have developed
agricultural practices that have adverse effects on the environment while, at the same time, their
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food security was not ensured. Finally,  the work done over the past three years provides an
opportunity to take stock of the negative effects of the “modernizing” project of the primary
sector in Ecuador and, through the comparison of several local situations, to characterize the
extension of the trajectory of vulnerability of Andean rural territories.
INDEX
Keywords: Andes, Ecuador, rural territories, primary “modernization”, trajectories of
vulnerability
AUTHORS
NASSER REBAÏ
Geographer, UMR PRODIG, Associate Researcher/
nass.reb@hotmail.fr
JULIO A. ALVARADO VÉLEZ
Economist, Universidad Regional Autónoma de los Andes (UNIANDES), campus Santo Domingo
(Ecuador)
Trajectories of Vulnerability of Rural Territories in the Ecuadorian Andes: a...
Journal of Alpine Research | Revue de géographie alpine, 106-3 | 2018
21
